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OK KEL1G10US FAW'iCISM. 

THE rise awl progress of religious 
fanaticism may probably admit of 
explanation on the two following 
principles ; the continual desire of 
the mind for something that will 
strongiy interest its feelings, and 
keep up a degree of excitement in 
it ; and the irresistible propensity 
which it undoubtedly has to involun- 
tary iraitatiot* The former princi- 
ple explains its origin ; the latter, 
the rapidity with which it spreads a- 
vnong those who happen to come 
within the influence of its contagion. 
In the savage state of society, 
which, after all that has been said 
on the subject, may perhaps still be 
considered as the happiest and most 
natural, men find in the continued 
necessity of providing for their 
wants, sufficient employment for both 
body and mind. But in civilized 
life, the supplying of these wants, is 
rendered comparatively easy, and 
mankind are thus furnished with a 
portion of leisure, which to many of 
them is an intolerable burthen. 

The mind of man requires some- 
thing, that will interest it; some- 
thing that will employ it, and en- 
gage its constant attention. There 
is a void in it which must be filled. In 
consequence of this necessity, the 
man of fortune flies to the gaming-ta- 
ble ; the high-spiiited youth rushes 
to the chase ;' and those whom for- 
tune has placed above the reach of 
want, impelled by the same irresisti- 

BELFAST MAC. NO. *.>». 



ble cause, are frequently to be seen 
labouring eagerly in the pursuit of 
wealth, of which they already pos- 
sess more than they know how to use, 
or can hope ever to enjoy. It is 
this too which leads the warrior in 
his work of destruction, and excites 
the unremitted exertions of the ty- 
rant to effect the. slavery of his fel- 
low creatures. 

But sometimes the same inevita- 
ble necessity is seen to produce the 
best effects. To it we owe in some 
measuieat least, the exertions of the 
man of science in penetrating into 
the secret recesses of nature ; the pro- 
found contemplations of the moral 
philosopher, and the useful labours of 
the traveller who ventures with an 
undaunted breast upon vast and un- 
known seas, aud traverses wkh un- 
wearied step regions hitherto unex- 
plored. And was it not feared < to 
detract in any manner from the me- 
rits of some of the best of men, it 
would be asserted that the noblest 
efforts of. the philanthropist in . the 
service of mankind are owing in 
some degree to the same principle. 

But one of the most striking proof's 
of this necessity, under which the 
human mind is placed of having 
something to interest it and con- 
stantly engage its attention, is the 
propensity which it has to religious 
fanaticism. A little consideration 
will be sufficient to shew that this 
cause has a considerable share in 
producing the species of madness to 
which we have alluded. In the 
first place we may observe that those 
who are attacked by this disease are 
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generally such as are so situated as 
to have little else to engage their at- 
tention. Mechanics, who by a tew 
hours of daily labour can secure to 
themselves and their families the ne- 
cessary support, and who have no 
desire, nor even idea of employing 
profitably the remaining hours of the 
day, form the greater part of the bo- 
dy of religious fanatics in this coun- 
try. Antiquated virgins who have 
survived their charms and find them- 
selves deserted by their lovers, and 
who have little or no ta?te for men- 
tal improvement, usually betake 
themselves to this only resource of 
the ignorant and idle, and think to 
atone for their discarded follies, by the 
adoption of new ones still more extra- 
vagant and ridiculous. They feel a 
craving void in their rninds.an anxiety 
for something they know not what.and 
this they fancy to be the callof grace. 
They sigh, they groan, they beat 
their breasts in agony ; their eyes 
begin to roll wildly round, and their 
countenances to express the most 
dreadful sensations of internal an- 
guish. Soon -they are seized with 
convulsions and lose all power of 
self-control. Then conies into action 
the second of the causes which were 
mentioned ■; imitation. 

Mo one can doubt of the existence 
of this principle in human nature. 
We , may ( see it exemplified every 
day in the most clear and striking 
manner. The celerity with which 
any strong emotion either of fear or 
courage runs through a large army 
is well known to military men, and 
one part of the discipline upon 
the approach of the enemy, is to 
prevent the soldiers from speaking 
to one another, lest a sudden panic 
should seize upon ihem and spread 
through their ranks. A numerous 
snob is often in a manner electrified 
hy any sudden impulse of either joy 
or grief, fear or i*age. The mocient 
«*sy violent passion seizes oen the 



smallest part of them, it runs through 
the whole with a quickness hardly 
inferior to that of lightning. Those 
accustomed to visit the sick in hos- 
pitals are well acquainted with the 
fact, that many diseases spread 
through the wards, not otherwise 
contagious, than as calling into ac- 
tion that irresistible propensity to 
imitation which forms so strong a 
characteristic of our nature. These 
are principally diseases of the con- 
vulsive kind, and which are known 
to arise from affections of the ner- 
vous system. Players of strong 
powers of acting, in representing 
some of the more violent agonies 
which human nature sometimes has 
to bear, have touChed so closely up- 
on reality, as to awaken the imita- 
tive faculty through the whole audi- 
ence ; and many, especially of the 
feebler sex, have been carried away 
from the scene, labouring under the 
most dreadful convulsions. 

But we have a more direct proof of 
the fact. It is well known that in 
the time of Queen Anne, a -number 
of French enthusiasts, persecuted in 
their own country, were obliged to 
.seek shelter in these islands. Coe- 
lum, non animum mutabant. Their 
religious ecstasies brought them into 
notice, and attracted crowds to wit- 
ness their exhibitions. But, unluck- 
ily the disease- was infectious, and 
those who went to amuse themselves 
by laughing at the folly of others, 
were themselves seized with the re- 
ligious mania, and remained to of- 
fer an equally ridiculous spectacle 
to those who were to follow. And 
there are authentic proofs, that they 
who vt ere once seized with this dis- 
order, though their judgment might 
remain unimpaired in other matters, 
and even on this very point might 
not be entirely obscured, never 
completely got the better of the ba-, 
bit. It lay concealed about them 
like a smouldering fire ready to be 
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Called into action by the most trifling 
accident. 

Thus then in a few words we ac- 
count for this disease. The present 
state of society furnished its mem- 
bers with a portion of leisure, which 
few of them .have yet learned to em- 
ploy. Yet the human mind requires 
continued employment, Th^ man 
of intellect finds it in philosophy and 
science ; the man of fortune in plea- 
sure ; the ambitious man. in court 
intrigues; the military man in the 
conduct of a campaign. Those who 
have neither taste nor ability for such 
tnjoyments, remain equally in need 
of mental excitement, and we need 
hardly stop now to prove that excite- 
ment even of a painful kind is by 
far more agreeable to the mind than 
perfect apathy. It is sufficient to 
have shewn that even the horrors Of 
superstition are gladly embraced by 
those who have nothing else to af- 
ford the /necessary stimulus. Thus 
religious fanaticism takes its rise, 
and spreads through society with a 
surprising rapidity, of which we 
have endeavoured to elucidate ihe' 
cause. 

It remains to say a. few words ttn 
the effects resulting from this disease 
at the present time ; for we shall o- 
mit mentioning those abominable' 
specimens of the madness of the hu- 
man mind, the chisades against the 
infidels in the holy land ; the massa- 
cre of the protestants in the, reign of 
Henry the fourth of France, with 
many other things equally detestable. 
At the present day the effects are 
more moderate, but they are more 
permanent Men do not now 
commit horrid massacres, or engage 
in extravagant crusades; but their 
follies, though less destructive* are 
tio less absurd and ridiculous. When 
the mania is at its height, there is 
nothing too wild or too gross for the 
poor wretches labouring under it. 
At one tim* they have inflicted flagel- 



lation on themselves ; and have been 
known even to go farther than this* 
At another time they amose ^them- 
selves most devoutly, and think to 
propitiate the deity, by the exercise 
of jumping. Sometimes they see 
visions, converse with angels, or 
fight with the devil. The lowest 
and roost ignorant of mankind have 
been brought by this disease to think 
themselves qualified to become the 
instructors and spiritual guides of 
their fellow creatures. The beauty of 
the human soul has been disfigured 
by it; and every receptacle of iosarii^ 
ty is filled with its victims. In short 
there is no pitch of absurdity, ex- 
travagance, brutality; or misery, to 1 
which it has not brought mankind. 

In conclusion we may observe, that 
if a sound Wind in a sound body be one 
of the greatest blessings of life', how 
ntecessary it is for us to avoid what 
will so materially injure both of 
theni. Let us entertain rational sen- 
timents of piety to Ward our creator 
and almighty benefactor j let us 
shew our gratitude to him by sedu- 
lously performing out duties as men^ 
and by avoiding that which would 
tend to lessen the dignity 6f the wor- 
ship which is due from us all, as rea- 
sonable beings towards him. 

Edinburgh. GiXccyxSag 

To tie Proj/rutars of Ike Belfast Magatwi. 

CentlemeN, 
TT has been matter of surprise td 
■*• me, that the subject of Bible So- 
cieties has hot more occupied the' 
attention of some of your liberal 
correspondents; and that the lan- 
guage of some of the individuals at 
the last meeting Of the parent society 
in Dublin should have escaped with- 
out animadversion; The confidence,- 
if not to say arrogance, which \va* 
there displayed, well deserves casti- 
gijtion, particularly as the inslitu- 



